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There’s not much in the way of archeological activity in sleepy 
Greensboro, North Carolina. The only excavations that take place serve the 
obscure, back-catalogue purpose of digging up the lost artifacts from the 
transitional Moravian community that settled Salem just west of here around the 
1750’s. Why the Moravians would have wanted to travel by rickety horse-and- 
huggy thirty miles east down from the foothills into the wicked Greensboro, 
which didn t even exist at the time, I can’t rightly say — but archeologists seem 
to think that those chaste, smocked Protestants were diddling around in what . 
was described as the dark, unbroken forest with an undergrowth of 
huckleberry bushes” that would later become my fair city. 1 feel a strong 
affinity for the Moravians because I think they intuitively grasped the mental 
health risk posed by the kind of impenetrable darkness that descends around 
here on the Piedmont wilderness which leaves our skies darker than dark, 
making the loneliness seem that much more cosmically ordained. Recognizing 
this, the Moravians chose the defining symbol of their community to be a 
colossal tin coffee pot. In logic succinctly thrashed out in the first song of 
Metallica’s Ride the Lightning album, they understood the best way to fend off 
the oily night was to sip on its own piping hot terrestrial embodiment. There’s 
just not much to hate about these abolitionist pilgrims who cherished a simple, 
Puritan lifestyle while championing the spiritual benefits of getting jacked on 
revelation-receiving amounts of coffee. For years the pot acted as a border, 
dividing Moravian Salem from the tobacco-capital Winston-Salem. When the 
towns merged in the early 1900’s, a minor PR makeover transformed the pot 
into a symbol of their now-united community. In 1920, tragedy struck when a 
drunk driver careened out of control into the pot and knocked it off of it’s 
pedestal. Despite public outcry against it, which was a good excuse for the pot 
to be moved for good, to downtown Winston-Salem where it still stands as a 
testimonial to the historical-accord building capacity of caffeine. 

Despite digging the Moravians and the utopic ambitions for their 
religious settlements here in North Carolina, I have always been undoubtedly 
creeped out by Old Salem. The historical-recreation of a repressive 17th century 
Puritan Village could never compete with the nearby Carowinds Theme Park in 
Charlotte. It s a grim scene-disgruntled college students and rednecks dressed 
up in bonnets and buckled shoes, stationed in austere wooden buildings for eight 
hours a day re-enacting the strenuous daily regimen of the Protestants of yore — 
Blacksmithing, Shoemaking, Sheep-shearing, and Wood-Choppery. It’s no 
surprise the Moravians focused so hard on the Afterlife, surely expecting some 
kind of posthumous paradise resembling a modem Florida retirement 
community with a tiki bar where they could finally indulge their neglected vices. 
I respect the Moravians because they fully grasped the indisputable suckiness of 
life here on Earth in ways that modem Americans seemingly cannot— like some 
tragically-flawed literary figure, we’re woefully stuck in our futile efforts to 
bioengineer our way out of carcinogenic hole we’ve dug for ourselves. I think 
the Moravians understood that even if they ended up in the permanent vacation 
Afterlife-scenario, complete with fruity drinks and a beachside condo thev 
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D .. . . D “ p,te my love of the Moravians I have developed an aversion to their 

Pilgrim holiday of Thanksgiving, a loathing closely comparable to the way 
Garfield feels about Mondays. The traumas ofthe past couple of Thanksgivings 
can no longer be written off as coincidental. They indisputably point to bad 
omens no doubt the result of some ancient Indian curse precipitated upon my 
amily in retribution for some unspeakable atrocity committed by my Pilgrim 
forefathers. This, of course, would beg for me to fire back with the classic 
. outhem response- “I’m can’t apologize for what my great-granddaddy did!” 
But there’s no one to respond to and besides. I’m already in the salvage mode 
How could I forget that harrowing Thanksgiving in Houston, Texas a couple of 
years back--Uncle Mark, the successful lawyer, stumbled up to me before 
Thanksgiving dinner, his breath stinking of vodka. He beckoned me close 
conspiratorially and grinned, rasping in my ear 
“So where can I get some powder?” 

My thirteen-year-old cousins captured it all on camcorder before Mark stepped 
out to the back patio to try and fight my Dad. The whole scene ended badly 
with poor Mark staggering around like an eyeless Oedipus with tear-streaked 
cheeks, screaming 


YOU DON’T KNOW ME! NONE OF YOU KNOW ME!” 


Poor Mark. It’s a sentiment that anyone who’s ever attended a family 

gathering can relate to but can never, ever be put to words. The only way to 
make it through a family holiday without being eaten by wolves is to pace the 
hours with drinks and seethe in silence. Aunt Laila, obviously embarrassed by 
this loudly flapping piece of dirty laundry being aired in front of her family 
throws Mark in the Jeep and screeches back around the comer ofthe subdivision 
to their house. Five minutes later, my Dad gets a panicked call— It’s Laila! 

Come quick! It’s MARK! I’m recruited to jump in the minivan and we hightail 

it around the block busting down the front door to find Uncle Mark passed out 
face up on the couch. His mouth is encrusted with bile-colored vomit and he’s 
making the kind of horrible gurgling sound that you would expect to hear from a 
toddler who just swallowed some household detergents. Laila is screaming and 
cp'mg. Oh God, Oh Mark! The paramedics arrive and push us all out ofthe way 
shoving a tube down Mark’s throat. We stand there helplessly watching as 
Uncle Mark is shuffled out the door to the hospital to get his stomach pumped 
(The doctors are reported to have said: “We see this a lot with college 
freshmen . . .but rarely with forty-year-old men!”) Meanwhile back at Aunt 
Francis’s house Uncle Ernesto from Guatemala, blissfully unaware ofthe drama 
unfolding down the street, has gotten drunk and jumped in the swimming pool 
with his suit and tie on. He lights up a cigar and wades around grinning, taking 
sips from his plastic cup of scotch. At that very moment, we pull back up into 
the driveway and spot a blob-like figure writhing on the sidewalk leading up to 
the front door. We jump out of the minivan “Oh my god, Rere!” and run to help 
' lcr ' the front f e P s of the house my eighty-year-old diabetic grandmother 
has fallen and can’t get up, trying to get some fresh air from the Mark debacle. 
Her arm is broken backwards in some unnatural position and she’s emitting little 
groans of pain. By the end of the day the paramedics know us all by name but 


keep a suspicious distance, eager not to catch whatever it is we have. Rere got 
laid up in the hospital for two months and Uncle Mark decided to give up 
drinking completely, offering up the contents of his liquor cabinet to anyone 
who wanted them. Much to my chagrin, these spirits were immediately “called” 
by my Uncle Dale. 


It S another 1 hanksgiving. I batten down the hatches and nail boards over the 
windows in preparation for the approaching storm. This year my Mom has 
invited over her friend Carl to eat with our family. I use the word “friend” in the 
loosest, most nebulous sense because my mom and Carl have been seeing each 
other in some romantic way, carrying the torch even though Carl has been 
celibate for twenty years. That inconvenient reality combined with the fact that 
Carl doesn’t shower my mother with the crooning adoration that she so sorely 
needs are the reasons she wants to dump him after the holiday. However, my 
mom is a model of Southern propriety and Carl is a man who has no car and no 
one else to spend Thanksgiving with so she decides to postpone the dumping, at 
least until after we have him over for an intimate holiday meal. 

Carl regales us with stories from his glory years with CIA hunting down Soviet 
missile silos during the Cold War. These days, instead of getting a part-time job 
he spends his time doing crossword puzzles and sending out Internet activism 
petitions imploring his friends to bombard Congress demanding them to save 
endangered species of Alaskan glowworms. Carl, like me values his time too 
highly to get a job and doesn’t mind living on nothing, but as a result finds 
himself cripplingly depressed at times realizing that he’s completely alienated 
himself from the rest of society. It becomes apparent that Carl subsists primarily 
off of his memories, and knows how to weave a tall tale from fact and fiction. 
Being patently unable to fictionalize my own anecdotes, I find his self- 
mythologizing admirable. Hey Carl, did the CIA really was an army of psychics 
in the seventies to try to telepathically locate Soviet military bases? He shrugs 
the question off dismissively — “Of course there were psychics but they were 
useless hacks! It was ME! All me! I found those Soviet launch sites!” 

My mom rolls her eyes at him, already tired of his stories and familiar with his 
typical brand of legacy-building. In my brother and I he finds an attentive 
audience to lecture about anything from Bobby Kennedy to Baader-Meinhof. 
Whether he’s a Renaissance man or a dilettante, Carl seems to know a little bit 
about everything. How to properly spice carrots to emphasize the three parts of 
their natural flavors (just add orange juice, honey, and dill seed). How to 
properly shoot a Luger (he learned in the naval academy). The proper wine to 
go with pan-seared whitefish. (from his time on the Continent) 
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“Well, no” I said. 

“It’s Good Friday”, he says to me. Well the eerie thing is, Good Friday is the 
day when Jesus was crucified. The Episcopal Church takes all the Stations of 
the Cross, representing the body of Jesus, out of the church. When he told me 
this every hair on my body must have stood straight up. From then on 1 knew I 
didn’t have to look around and choose a church. A church had chosen me.” 

I like Carl’s fatalistic logic, his knavish submission under the hand of 
fate. Why fight it? 1 remember stopping for gas in Henderson, North Carolina 
when I was moving all my stuff up to live in Washington, DC, for reasons I now 
can t Comprehend. Under the gas prices, spelled out in those big gas station 
letters someone had written: 

THE DECISIONS YOU MAKE ARE YOUR DESTINY 
At the time I thought it was very poignant, a reassuring sign that I was on the 
right track; Like a Billy Crystal movie — Yeah, I’m just driving up to DC to 
meet my destiny. In the harsh light of retrospection, it was one of the top three 
worst decisions I ever made— right up there with the time my grandma asked me 
if I wanted to go with my cousins to “the beach” and I said no, when they were 
actually going to Disney World. It was the fork in my life that set off a chain 
reaction of anxiety- fueled moves which probably would have eventually gotten 
tolerable if I had stuck them out. History is fenny like that — even if fate appears 
to be on your side, you can never tell whether it’s leading to crushing failure or 
blazing, righteous triumph. We’re flying blind into the future, trying to pick the 
right path, but there’s no one there to provide historical perspective for us in real 
time. Our tragic flaws will become glaringly obvious with time, but it’s hard to 
make out what’s happening through all the smoke. I’ve made myself into a 
geographic guinea pig, trying to peek my head into each door to see where it 
might lead if 1 followed it to it’s logical end. Alas, fete safeguards against 
cheaters! A door won’t open until you abandon all hope that there’s something 
better out there and surrender yourself to it completely. You can’t just make a 
hypothesis, test it and observe it’s effects — this is life, not a science experiment. 
All my decisions have been utterly circumstantial, sweaty, how-do-l-feel-right- 
now judgments based on chance rides, cheap places to live, and tolerable jobs. 

I m haunted by the mistakes of others. Like Lew shaking his head despondently 
on a Brooklyn rooftop after he’d crashed his girlfriend’s car, saying 
“Man, I’ve realized I can’t just float through life anymore.” If the decisions I’ve 
made are my destiny, my destiny has been a completely random selection of 
events, chances and specious coincidences. 


Carl and my mom sit out in our front yard in lawn chairs, enjoying the 
unseasonably warm suburban fall afternoon. It’s strange, seeing my mom out 
there in the yard, laughing and talking with another man — the last real memory I 
have of the front yard was sitting out there with her crying, hunched beside the 
crumpled form of my father in flimsy plastic lawnchair. That was our last real 
family meeting— the cancer and morphine had it’s tendrils in him so deep that 
he could barely talk. He had become some kind of hybrid-half-cancer, half- 
father. That’s the picture of our family two years ago — my mom and I sobbing 
and gasping over my pale, mute Dad. The paroxysm of our grief pounding out 
like a gavel across the empty neighborhood, sentencing him to death. 


My dad s stuff has been gathering dust in his office for the past two years he’s 
been dead. On this particular afternoon 1 decide to pull out the guns that I’ve 
inherited from him and show them to Carl. Without a thought, I pass the box of 
sue decorative mini-urns containing his distributed ashes and plunge deep into 
his untouched suit-filled wardrobe to pull out a .22 rifle and a 12-gauge shotgun. 
Holding the barrels towards the sky, I carry them out into the front yard, much 
to the delight of my mother and Carl. Carl and I fiddle with the guns, cocking 
and uncocking them, pointing them all over the idyllic cul-de-sac. My mom 
squeals in mock fear, thrilled by the flirtation with mortality. It’s just like 
smoking a cigarette or riding a rollercoaster. We wave to the next door 
neighbors and they smile and wave back. Just two early Americans with their 
muskets in the front yard on a ensp Fall afternoon. There’s a recessive 
knowledge of how this will end genetically-woven into the cells of every 
suburban family. Like a hand-grenade gathering dust in a cabinet patiently 
waiting to fulfill its purpose, we fantasize about our own annihilation. There is a 
secret wish for death. 



A geriatric portrait of me at age twenty-four-I 

wake up early and take walks. I fend off Alzheimer’s with an ulcer-inducing 
amount of coffee and crossword puzzles. 1 walk to the post-office. I pet happy 
do »s and try to levy the fickle attention of cats. After all that 1 sit at the kitchen 
table silently contemplating my fate, wondering what 1 should do with the rest of 
the day, with the rest of my life— if s only 1 1 AM. Like the life of a baby- 
boomer being played in reverse, I am living the life of a retiree. Mostly 1 
question whether or not it was a good idea to retire. Maybe I’ll read a book. 
Maybe I’ll take up a hobby or do some volunteer work. Sure, I'm not greasing 
the cogs of the capitalist apparatus, but all this free time is a killer. 1 can only 
imagine the kind of emotional problems that emerge after years of having this 
kind of decadent leisure time to contemplate the ills of society and still teel 
paralyzed to address a solution. It would surely result in a blow-up mid-life 
crisis, the kind that can’t be cured by buying a Porsche, or a career change. The 
blank canvas of North Carolina stares back at me. The empty streets and ghosts 
of possibilities that always seem to be lurking around in the ether but never 
materialize. Look— there’s the computer workstation at the college library that I 
sit at and pretend to be writing. There’s the jazz band playing at the back of the 
kitschy college coffee-shop, the hours I’ve clocked-in trudging through leaves 
down the sidewalk of streets that I used to live on what seems like eons ago— 
it’s all souring. The repetition is in no way comforting; instead it s like a movie 
reel someone forgot to change, flapping around wildly unnoticed in an 
unattended projection booth. A flickering picture of purgatory. 

While walking around, I find myself really digging the bland, Soviet- 
Bloc aesthetic of downtown Greensboro for once after having done some time in 
the darker hearts of American commerce. It’s as if the tropical fruits of hyper- 
capitalism that have blossomed so vibrantly elsewhere just haven’t been able to 
take root in our tough, red soil. Like a LEGO city, the austere, institutional 
businesses here seem almost state-owned, peppering the modest streets with 
signs flatly stating their social function — Greensboro Soap Company, 
Greensboro Educational Supply, Greensboro Auto Repair, Greensboro Brick 
and Mortar. It’s as if Greensboro is a skeletal structure of a city with all the 
necessary products and services to survive, but with none of the decorative flair. 
Like a city built by IKEA, dedicated to stark. Scandinavian simplicity. The 


The moderate-sized cities of the Piedmont are white-walled rooms-great 
temperature-controlled incubators for getting stuff done, but life just isn’t 
seepmg m through all the cracks. If you chose your route carefully, you could 
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autopsy table and texidermying its remains. This is the process of making art- 
and sew up life and then and stand it in funny positions. Unlike other 
places I have lived, the plot doesn’t seem to thicken here as time goes on- On 
the contrary— -it unravels, getting easier as new things are distilled out in the 

ZnernS;,? T^ em0rieS ?T™ nCeS slowly § et catalogued into their 
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in their right mind would be stupid enough to go back to their hometown? I’ve 
JSErr compulsively browsing Craigslist for cheap rooms in other towns 
with hopes that yet another geographic shift will put an end to my current empty 
hfe-scenano. It s a quick fix, like sucking nitrous from a can of whipped cream 
there s ten seconds of bliss before being reeled back in by reality with a 
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My friend Abby is in town and my most recent excuse as to why I can’t be 
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vo7J7f Ut nc> T thedifference is that a dentist wouldn’t just show up, plug 
th lth Novocain and start drilling. You’ve at least got the night before and 
the dnve there to brood on what it’s going to feel like when theneedle hits your 
f!™ S • But Wlth dum P m g there exists no such courtesy; the dentist is lurking 
around every comer-at the post office, at the bar around in the comer in your 
e-mai inbox. I feel as though I’ve been effectively sized up to see if I’m a 
suitable mate and the ballots are in, Folks- I’m not! Can’t cook, unemployed, 
moody, and without a skill-set. Attempts to make up for shortcomings with 
some kmd of half-baked cultural criticism, but the diagnosis — Termed I live 
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this whni 7 ft b 7 een W ° r ds reveals its elf again — should I abandon ship on 
whole freezing-house, youthful romance thing before it’s too late? How 
long can I straddle the divide before the social stratification is total? My 
apprehensions for the future are tinged with social paranoia. Punk rockers 


anthropological identification with the primitive (with all the mohawks and 
tribal dancing) is only aesthetic reinforcement of the real underlying “cultural 
differences —the topsy-turvy notions of success, the penchant for the afflicted 
e ongoing romance with failure. The coy courtship started off as flirtation 
with pointless bus trips, short-lived bands, and shitty jobs. But before you know 
it, it s turned into a bleak, inescapable co-habitation. Like the Marvel comic 
book character Venom, there is a point where there ceases to be any distinction 
etween failed reporter Eddie Brock and the symbiotic alien organism that has 
come to inhabit his body. You wake up in cosmic horror of dreaming of being a 

irectionless speck floating through the universe, finally understanding the 

symbiote has chosen you. 
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Abby and Tim 
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deterrence- rather than risking a potential lawsuit by tackling a shoplifter 
stores can deter theft by scaring shoppers into submission with a barage of 
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panopticon is not to stop crimes in progress, but to wage a preemptive war on 
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entrusted the camera to do the watching. y 


sense Th^ intemalized *e panopticon in a social 

whh ev P ' Xellated dawn of the P erso " a < media revolution has finally come 
everyone up in each other’s business more than ever before Like that time 

h he t house - sitting f ° r his ** <>« - 

Washington, DC and he ushered me into the computer room 

. % , "° h man ’ y° u gotta check this out. I found this kid online who must 

have found me on MySpace and ripped off my style completely. It really creeps 

Orion searches the internet and turns up the profile of an 18 year old boy Sure 
enough, we open up the photos and the resemblance is uncanny: he’s wearing 

Orion me T h S ’ h3S Same uncommon P'ercing, and the real kicker: he hat 
Orion s knuckle tattoos in the same Olde English font: “May 4th 1886”. 

do'nne? “ "T ° f h ' S fr ' ends CVer mn int0 ° rion and reveal his dirty secret the 
doppelganger has committed the perfect crime of image theft. CanjL blame 

Asides, maybe someone else further down the identity food chain will 
find him on the Internet, and stealthily begin to peck away at bits of his imaoe 
and continue the cycle. The image endures-ffom the pictures, no one can fell 
whether you re posing for the camera or actually having a good time I fish a 
beer out of the bottom drawer of the fridge and walk around, obviously having a 
' S f , ra e tim f: stl11 can t he, P myself from going to every party. Element X 

nersonTf Cna Z H ^ m ° ment ’ triggered b > the P erfect combmation of 
personalities and circumstances, springing open the cylinder lock to an awesome 

• ere s not ing quite like watching the spirit overtake previously lifeless 

and apathetic party-goers one by one, y nreiess 


like a soul jumping across the room from one person to the next. I spot her you 
know, the one, and eventually make my way through the crowd to fulfill mv 
destiny and get dumped. y 

“So what’s going on with us? Give it to me straight.” 

She tackles the subject like a pro, with hurricane-eye calm 

... , ^ W ? 11 ’ Aaron — 1 I’m obviously attracted to you, and I like you- but 

this . .this whole searching thing that you’re doing. I’ve done it with other 
people and honestly... Where is it leading? What is it you’re actually doing? 
You re always “working”, but where are the results? Wfrere are the results...” 


My years in college have prepared me to recognize her last line not as a question 
™ u ? c , onclusion - 1 § rit ‘eeth and nod my head, accepting my fate. ’ 
, y 1§ ^ t n t * VC ^ Cen as * cin § m y se lf the same questions Where the hell are 
the results. What have 1 been doing up in that library all night? Some people 
seem to enjoy life and make it easy on themselves while others of us belabor the 
process--agonizmg, scratching, and burning ourselves up just to get to the same 
place. The difference is that some make it there happy and intact, and the rest of 
us are damaged goods-with ulcers and bags under our eyes to show for the 
voyage. She s right in every sense of the word, and I accept the grim finality of 
her pronouncement, while at the same time catching myself thinking: 

eah...yeah that’s the way to do it!” and taking mental notes on her merciful 
dumping technique. I walk over to Tim and Abbie on the couch and smile 
They seem equally weirded out by the party and we agree it’s time to leave My 

kfrifTvn b . Ut is a secret illation in watching your own ruin; the 

d you might feel watching your house bum down, understanding that a life 
decision has been made and you are effectively being saved the effort The 
engine of history chums on-fiberoptic cabling buried under darkened woods 

darki? 6 p WCrS and WelN,t tenn ‘ S C ° UrtS ’ hidden grates hissin 8 steam int0 ‘he 
darkness. Foggy eyes opening in the middle of the night, half-awake still 

dreaming. St, I ! alive in the necropolis. The minute-by-minute high-tension of 
watching the banner of the 21* century slowly unfold, and we’re gasping from 
the balcony It can ’ t go on! Truth is, if the 2 I s1 century had a tickertape byline 
running across the bottom of its screen, it would read . . IT GOES ON HoDine 
no one will see the inadvertent smile flashing across your face when you find 
yourself asking Can it get any worse?” 


Yes, of course it can. 






I IOM IMPCRI AL ftO 
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We construct 

chords 

of missing persons 


We construct 



big hands 


